
To: EPA Public Listening Sessionon the Aging Initiative 

From: Ruth Lofgren, Ph. D. 

Date: April 8,2003 from 1:30 to 3:30 PM 

Site: University Auditorium - UTHSC, SanAntonio, Texas 

Re: Written Testimony: Value of Volunteering in Environmental Programs 


INTRODUCTION: 


It usedto be that someonein their 80’swas very old, but not any more. Now someone 
needsto be over one hundredto be “old.” At 86, I considermyself to be “mature.” As a 
former biology professor,it was simple to continue in the field of work I loved by becoming 
involved in a project to improve the quality of the environment in SanAntonio. 

A MISSION: 

Dr. Karl Meninger saysthat every personneedsa mission, somethingthat you really care 
about. The natural world is a rich sourceinspiration: protection of wildernessareas,concernfor 
endangeredspecies,work to reduceair and water pollution, or the cleanupof contaminatedareas. 
As Water Chair for the Leagueof Women Voters, I was appointedto the WastewaterAdvisory 
Committee for City Council. SanAntonio is a very old city, but its wastewatersystembegan 
only a little over 100 yearsago. Until recently, it hasneverbeenable to keep up with the growth 
of the city. In 1901 the excesssewagefrom the city’s sewagefarm ran in an open canal to a 
small irrigation lake. After a sewagetreatmentplant was built in the 30’s,only excesstreated 
sludgewas piped to Mitchell Lake. 

VOLUNTEERISM: 

Birds migrating along the Central Flyway of North America stoppedat Mitchell Lake to 
rest and feed. Local birdwatchershad discoveredwhat a marvelous site this was for observing 
birds of the westernhemisphere. Over the decades,recordsindicate that over 300 speciesof 
birds havebeenseenhere. When neighborscomplained of the smell, the stateregulatory agency 
orderedSanAntonio “to abatethe nuisance.” In 1973at the urging of membersof the San 
Antonio Audubon Society, the City Council declaredthe Mitchell Lake areato be “a refuse for 
shorebirdsand waterfowl.” In 1987a new sewagetreatmentplant replacedthe old one, no more 
sludge went to the lake, and it beganto dry up. The WastewaterDepartmentof the City began 
sendingtreatedeffluent from a local plant into Mitchell Lake to maintain its water level. In 1990 
Volunteers from the Leagueof Women Voters, the Junior Leagueof SanAntonio, Bexar 
Audubon and SanAntonio Audubon Societiessponsoreda 5-yearWetlands Project at Mitchell 
Lake. During the final year of the Project, The Mitchell Lake Wetlands Society was formed asa 
501(c)(3) organization to promote the wise stewardshipof the wildlife refuge at Mitchell Lake. 



*I 

CONVERSION OF ABANDONED SEWAGE LAGOON INTO WILDLIFE REFUGE: 
The SanAntonio Water System,the utility that now controls the Mitchell Lake area,has agreed 

to continue a public/private partnershipin which they continue to deal with the water issuesof 
the areaand the Mitchell Lake Wetlands Society in cooperationwith like-minded organizations 
acceptsthe responsibilities of managing the Mitchell Lake Wildlife Refuge. 

OPPORTUNITIES FOR VOLUNTEERING AT THE REFUGE: A major construction 
project is under way at the Mitchell Lake Wildlife Refuge,but by this fall it will be completed 
and a wide variety of skills and interestswill be neededand welcomed. Someof theseare: 

Field Research: If you are interestedin plants, animals, living communities (ecology), water 
quality, wildscape development,habitat enhancement,etc., therewill be opportunities 
to participate in researchprojects with one of our cooperatingorganizations: 

UTSA’s Center for Water Reseaarch 

Native Plant Society 

Master Naturalists 


Birding Tours: If you enjoy birding or would like to becomea birder, the coordinator of the 
birding tours at the refugeneedshelp by qualified volunteers. 

Natural ScienceLibrary: The historic building being moved to the refuge will be the Wildlife 
Refuge Center. In addition to having an office, conferencerooms and a laboratory, it will 
havea library on the secondfloor. The volunteer in chargeof the library will welcome 
help in organizing and sharingit with the community. 

Gardening: The wildscape aroundthe Wildlife Refuge Centerwill needcareand attention by 
dedicatedvolunteers. 

SanAntonio History, 17th to 21st Century: The Mitchell Lake areahasa long history. For a 
time after the EspadaMission was establishedin 1731, the farms, stables,etc. that 
supportedthe mission were located in this area. Anyone interestedin history will find 
this areaa gold mine. 

Our Website - www.mlws.org; If you are good with computers,the volunteer in chargeof our 
website would like to sharethe fun. > 

Educational Materials, Maps and Brochures: If you enjoy writing to sharethe natural world with 
the public, the bimonthly newsletter,brochuresandmaps of the r&go might intcrost 
you. A wide variety of educationalmaterials related to the refuge would be helpfuI. 

Administrative Services: If you enjoy organizing and responsibility, volunteering to help with 
the operationsand reporting at the refuge could be a rewarding experience. 


